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One of the most impressive facts concerning the intellectual life of the United
States during the nineteenth century was the enormous and rapid expansion that took
place in nearly ail fields of organized knowledge. Few developments had so great or so
direct an effect upon the character of American education. The investigative methods
of science played a key part in this process.
As masses of material were added to the traditional bodies of knowledge, many
new and relatively independent subjects came onto the educational scene. The older
bodies of knowledge were divided and subdivided into ever more specialized elements.
A college professor of natural philosophy like Benjamin Silliman at the beginning of
the century could take for his field the whole range of organic life, but by the end of
the century he was more likely to be a botanist, zoologist, physiologist, geologist, or
chemist. What had simply been called natural philosophy came to be subdivided into
such specialized physical sciences as astronomy, physics, chemistry, mineralogy, geol-
ogy, meteorology, and physical geography. In the same manner moral philosophy was
transformed and differentiated into the social sciences of history and political
economy. Indeed, by the end of the century a scholar could no longer take even the
whole of one of these newer fields for his special interest but had to specialize in ever
more narrow aspects of zoology, or physics, or history.
This process of expansion and specialization of knowledge was hastened not
only by the attempt to apply scientific methods to nearly all fields of knowledge but
also by the organization of professional associations of scholars and specialists in the
various fields. The success of the scientific method was soon apparent as scientists
were impelled by colleges and universities, by business and industry, and by the
government to investigate the whole range of natural and physical phenomena.
Practical and profit motives were strong, as well as the theoretical impetus. The desire
to create better machines for the production of goods, to improve agricultural
products, to find better sea lanes, and to develop ocean and overland transportation all
played their parts.
With the growing importance of knowledge of so many kinds, it was only natural
that there should be differences of opinion concerning the uses to which knowledge
should be put—indeed, concerning its whole purpose. One outlook, strongly akin to
the humanistic tradition, held to the ideal that knowledge is valuable primarily for its
own sake. Literature, language, science, history, art, and music are the hallmarks of
culture and scholarship that express the most refined and purest sentiments of human
nature. According to this genteel tradition, the quiet, reserved, and undisturbed
pursuit of truth or expression of beauty should not be jarred by the harsh realities of
the outside world. Romanticism, escape literature, the remote, the sentimental, and
the adventurous were marks of the genteel tradition, exemplified by such writers as
Longfellow, Lowell, and Holmes.
In opposition to this exaltation of scholarship, whether in the humanities or the
sciences, as an adornment of the cultivated mind, was the belief that knowledge has a
social function to perform and should not merely hide away in its ivory tower. This
view, linked to the modernism of the Enlightenment, took several forms. One was a
nationalistic emphasis, which began to glorify the new American republic, its ideals, its
people, and its setting in a new continent. Literature, history, and science were

